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      She was exquisite violence. There was no other way to describe her. Normally, Jinx Shadowborne wouldn’t have given her more than a passing glance.

      But she was impossible to ignore.

      She wore competence and war like an accessory. Her posture bled experience, especially since she was in this dive hole, alone.

      With no visible weaponry.

      Only a woman of extreme stupidity would dare enter a dive as sorry as the Hunting Ground alone.

      Or one more than capable of taking care of herself.

      Indeed, predatorial grace bled out from every pore of her lithe body. The way she slid her glance around to cover every inch of the bar to how she stood with her weight equally distributed.

      If someone came at her, they wouldn’t be able to unbalance her easily. She’d have them on their ass faster than they could blink.

      He was impressed. She was a well-trained warrior.

      But it wasn’t just that. She was incredibly beautiful. Dark copper skin that matched her sharp pale eyes.

      A walking contradiction of beautiful destruction. Human body with black Andarion warrior braids. In fact, if it wasn’t for the light blue of her eyes and human teeth, she’d pass for Andarion.

      Was she a hybrid?

      “Jinx? Did I lose you?”

      He blinked at the voice in his ear. “Sorry, Savage. Distracted.”

      “Since when?”

      Never. But for some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off her as she went to the bar to order a drink.

      Forcing his gaze away from her, Jinx scanned the occupants again. “This was a complete waste of time. No one’s coming.”

      “Told you it was bullshit.”

      “I know. But I still say I’m on to something.” He frowned as he noted a man entering the bar. He looked like he had potential. “Hey, Sav, we might have a winner. Let me call you back.”

      “Be careful.”

      “Always.” Jinx tapped his ear to close his link as he watched the man who stood out in this crowd as much as the woman did.

      He wasn’t just a freelance assassin. This man had some serious skills.

      And he looked to be heading this way. Maybe this was the informant who’d contacted Jinx.

      At least that was his thought until the man veered off to the table where the woman had taken her drink.

      To her credit, she didn’t appear shaken at all by the man’s obvious attempt to intimidate her.

      She leisurely sipped her drink as if he weren’t glaring at her with murderous intent.
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      “You know, Eve, today’s a good day to die. But it’s an even better one to make the other asshole pay.”

      Eve Erixour passed a droll, unamused stare at the hired enforcer in front of her who’d dared to interrupt her Happy Hour at her favorite pub.

      Sicarius Veneficus. Tall. Smug.

      Dirtbag.

      And it pained her to admit just how handsome he actually was, with his well-toned physique, dark brown hair and eyes so pale they seemed to glow. Though he’d be a lot more attractive if he didn’t have that venomous air around him that said he’d rather gut someone than talk to them.

      ‘Course a lot of folks said that about her, too. But she, at least, tried to mitigate it.

      He, on the other hand, flaunted it like a prized trophy.

      “Tell your pimple that I don’t have his money.”

      Sicarius arched a brow at her and the nonchalant boredom in her tone. He glanced around the crowded bar, knowing as well as she did that if he shot or beat her in here no one would notice or care. Which was one of the reasons she liked this place so much. “You’re really going to make me do this?”

      “I’m not making you do anything, but I don’t have the money. So if you’re willing to get bloody, so am I.”

      He let out a tired sigh before he took a step forward.

      Eve braced herself and moved her hand to her blaster, under the table.

      Yet before he could reach her, a giant shadow blocked his path. “There a problem?”

      Sicarius tensed as he sized up the new threat.

      So did Eve.

      Not just because she wasn’t expecting anyone to intervene on her behalf, but because of who was intervening.

      A League assassin.

      What the hell?

      Even taller than Sicarius, who towered over most, the assassin was fierce.

      And gorgeous.

      All masculine power and lethal grace. Like the finely-honed killing machine they’d trained him to be.

      Yet for all that threat, Sicarius didn’t back down. “This is private business. Has nothing to do with The League.”

      “Really?”

      Sicarius nodded. “Really.”

      The assassin clicked his teeth. “See, I’m afraid I’m going to have to differ with you about that. Being that you’re a hired thug for Rufus Syter.”

      Eve wasn’t sure which of them was the most shocked by his words. Mostly because it was true.

      How had the assassin known that?

      Why would he care?

      “I’m not doing anything wrong. Just collecting a legal debt for a loan the lady took out.”

      The assassin gave him a cold grin. “You’re not. But your boss is doing all kinds of things that are questionable. So let me tell you how this is going to end. You’re going to walk out of here and leave Zarana Erixour alone, then you’re going to make a call and tell Syter that he will forgive her all debts or else her League friend will make sure the Prime Commander gets a file with enough dirty deeds to see to it that your boss isn’t accorded a trial. Just a rather unpleasant execution. Understood?”

      She saw his urge to argue, but Sicarius knew what she did. The League was law. And given that this assassin was dressed all in black, he was one of their highest-ranking members.

      No one argued with their high command.

      No one.

      So he inclined his head respectfully. “Understood.” And with that, Sicarius headed for the exit.

      Eve was stunned by what had just happened. And her mind kept repeating one thing. This was a League assassin.

      They killed people.

      For any reason they wanted. Real or made up. There was nothing anyone could do. To draw on them was a death sentence.

      They made the law, and they were deployed to annihilate whatever target their bosses fixated on.

      Man. Woman. Child.

      Varmint.

      Didn’t matter. They had no choice and no say.

      Kill or be killed.

      Good deeds were as nonexistent to them as common sense to the average person on the street.

      “Why would you help me?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t like people abusing their power over others.”

      “But you work for The League.” That was how they ran their business and their government.

      “I was conscripted into The League. There’s a big difference.”

      True. The only way out for an assassin was death. The League never allowed them to leave. They owned them. “Still, you work for the bad guys.”

      “Yeah, I do.” And with that, he headed for the exit.

      Eve mentally kicked herself for her stupidity.

      And her rudeness.

      Rising from her seat, she caught up to him and took his arm to pull him to a stop.

      He immediately twisted and reached for her throat, then caught himself before he made actual contact.

      Wincing, he held his hands up and stepped back from her. “Sorry. Not used to anyone touching me unless they’re attacking.”

      “And I attacked when I should have just said thank you. But like you, I’m not used to anyone doing something for me unless they want something in return.”

      “Guess we both spend a lot of time around assholes.”

      Those words caught her off-guard and made her laugh. “More than you know . . . So, is there a name to go with that whole let-me-kick-your-ass persona or do I just call you Cutie Pie?”

      “Pardon?”

      She smiled at his shock. “Yeah, guess you’re not used to anyone teasing you, either, are you?”

      “No. Not really.”

      “You guys do have names, though, right?” Now that she thought about it, she’d never heard of them referred to as anything other than assassins or by their ranks. And none of them she’d ever seen had a name listed on their uniforms. It was as if The League didn’t think they were important enough to have them.

      “Jinx.”

      She scowled at that.

      What a peculiar name. And it seemed rather playful for someone who killed for a living. “Really?”

      “Technically Jinxanthus, but most people get bored after the first syllable so . . .” He shrugged.

      She laughed again. “You are nothing like I thought an assassin would be.”

      “Oh I can go back to being a total dick if you want. That’s really easy for me.”

      No doubt. It seemed to be the natural state of being for most people, these days. “That’s okay. Like you said, I get enough of that already. I like the change of pace.”

      He inclined his head to her. “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you.”

      “You, too.”

      And then he headed off, leaving her with a weird pang in her chest that she couldn’t explain.

      How weird was that?

      She wasn’t the kind of woman who cared about men as a rule. They were nice whenever she had a biological itch to scratch, but that was all she wanted one for.

      Men came with baggage and her life was screwed up enough. Last thing she wanted was more drama or more complications.

      But something about Jinx . . .

      You’re an idiot!

      Assassins were forbidden to have any kind of relationship with anyone. Physical or friendly.

      To do so was a death sentence for them and for anyone dumb enough to try to befriend them.

      But what a shame for a man that fine to be off-limits. Really, that alone should be a crime.

      Oh well.

      Putting it out of her mind, she headed back to her table to find her second-in-command, Jedidiah Tweedle, sitting down with new drinks for her and one for him. “Where were you just now?”

      “Long story.” She sat at the table and knocked back her shot, then took a gulp of her Tondarion Fire to chase it. “Where have you been?”

      Jedi took a much more cautious sip of his alcohol. “Scrounging for contracts, but they’re anorexic right now.”

      Made sense. The League was cracking down on mercenaries and freelancers. Even the Virgyls like the one she used to work for were feeling the bite of League scrutiny in a way they’d never felt before. In the past, The League had left them alone to oversee the conduct of their members. But lately, The League had been randomly auditing each Virgyl and then shutting them down and executing all members who held permits for bounty hunting and assassination.

      For no reason other than the Prime Commander was a paranoid piece of shit convinced that one of the Virgyls was going to send an assassin after him to end his life.

      He was far more likely to die at the hands of one of his own than from a hired blaster.

      Idiot.

      But there was nothing they could do, other than try to survive until nature took its course.

      And it always took its course. Paranoid assholes never made it long.

      Jedi pulled the tie from his hair and released the mass of unruly dark curls that fell to the middle of his back.

      Eve reached for the bottle and poured another drink. “Did you talk to your friend Syn?”

      “He was in the middle of something. Said he’d call as soon as he could.”

      Damn the timing. “I can’t stand the thought of my sister rotting in prison over our father’s stupidity. I have to get her out of there.”

      “I know, hon. Doing everything I can. Syn’s our best shot. He actually escaped prison.”

      “Yeah, but you said he had help on the inside.” Jayne didn’t.

      Eve winced at the horrors she was sure her sister was facing every waking minute. While they were both hardcore gutter rats who knew how to hold their own, it still wasn’t the same as having to fight for every scrap and breath in such a hell hole.

      If anyone touched her baby girl, she’d hand feed them their intestines.

      But there was nothing she could do while she was out here and Jayne was locked up.

      Frustrated, she slammed her glass down on the table. “This isn’t helping. I need to go and at least make my brain think it’s doing something constructive.” She got up and sighed, wishing she’d not been so quick to send her assassin friend on his way.

      Maybe he could have shared some intel about Jayne’s habitat.

      Most likely not, but it could have been worth a shot.

      Jedi stood up and left his half-finished whiskey to follow after her.

      “You don’t have to come with me, you know?”

      “In the mood you’re in . . . yeah, I do. There’s no telling what kind of trouble you’ll find on your own.”

      She laughed at the truth of that statement. God help whoever came across her tonight. She might gut them just for the distraction.

      Contract or not.

      Jedi held the door open for her. “I know you don’t like working with the Tavali, but the Septs are looking for Runners.”

      She grimaced at the mere thought as they left the bar for the deserted street. Being that Jed had been raised in the Septurnum Tavali Nation, that was always his go-to for anything they needed.

      But there was one problem. “They don’t pay contract help enough to make it worth our while.” Especially given the danger. If they were caught blocking League officials from the pirates, they could be executed for it.

      If they were caught with Tavali cargo or gear, they’d be tortured and then executed.

      Given how little the Tavali paid for that kind of risk . . .

      Not worth it.

      “I’d rather find a war to fight in.”

      Jedi snorted. “We have plenty of those to choose from.”

      Sadly true.

      Even sadder was that the pay wasn’t much better and you usually had to wait longer for it.

      Damn. She had to do something to up her revenue stream. Killing and maiming bad guys didn’t pay what it used to.

      Eve paused as she suddenly heard something off in the distance.

      Instinctively, her hand went to her blaster.

      What the hell was that?

      She gently pulled Jedi behind her so that she could stare into the dark.

      “What’s going on?” he whispered.

      She gestured for him to stay put as she crept toward the alley behind them. It could just be vermin scurrying. A hobo finding a spot for a bed or a drink.

      Or something much more lethal.

      Since her life hung in the balance, she wanted to assess the threat before she casually dismissed it.

      Making sure to cling to the shadows, she skimmed them until she was at the opening and could peer in without being seen.

      At first glance, it looked empty.

      Until she saw something out of place. Most would never have seen it, but most people weren’t part Andarion. They didn’t have her heightened vision or hearing that she’d inherited from her grandmother.

      Indeed, humans passed off her darker complexion and tall, athletic build as Hyshian and she let them. The only hint she had of her Andarion genes was her black hair that she kept in warrior braids and the paleness of her blue eyes that were almost silver in color. But again, people just assumed it was a human color since she lacked the traditional Andarion fangs.

      That was fine by her.

      She liked catching others unawares.

      But she didn’t want anyone sneaking up on her . . .

      Slowly, carefully, she crept toward the outline of a boot, while making sure to stay attentive to the shadows around her where an accomplice might be lurking.

      Eve pulled the light out of her pocket and used it to illuminate the alley.

      Only trash and filth littered the forgotten area. Until the beam reached the boot. She followed that up a long, long leg that was wrapped in a black League uniform.

      A uniform she’d seen not long ago . . .

      “Holy fuck!” Jedi’s low, unexpected voice made her jump.

      “Damn It, Jed! You scared the shit out of me! Make some noise when you move!” How anyone so tall could be so quiet, she’d never understand.

      Of course, his ability to move like a ghost was exactly why she’d hired him, but at the moment . . .

      It only made her want to shoot him.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know what you were doing and I was worried.” He took the light from her and shined it on the face of the very man who’d saved her. “That’s an assassin, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jedi turned around and scanned the street and alley. “Is he alone?”

      “Think so. Black suits usually only work solo.” That was what made them so incredibly lethal.

      “Is he First Rank?”

      She shook her head. She’d never seen an assassin that high-ranking, but Jinx was close. Only one rank below. “Second.”

      “You sure?”

      Eve gestured at his uniform. “Third has black skull-and-dagger stitching only. First would have red stitching like our friend, but with a crown over the sword hilt. That makes this guy a Second Rank Commander.”

      “Fuck me. Let’s go.”

      That would be the intelligent thing to do. No doubt, anyone else wouldn’t hesitate to run.

      But she wasn’t normal and most days her intelligence hid like a skittish virgin at a raunchy bachelor party.

      Besides, she owed Jinx for what he’d done. She wasn’t about to pay him back by leaving him here in the gutter.

      “Hold the light.”

      Jedi laughed. “Hold the light? Are you out of your minsid mind? I saw this movie. It ended badly for the idiot with the light and wasn’t any better for the one who went off into the dark.”

      “Would you stop? If he was going to attack, we’d already be dead. Now let me make sure he’s still breathing.”

      “We’re not that lucky and if he is dead, good. Make sure you don’t leave your prints on his body.”

      Rolling her eyes, she groaned at him, then moved cautiously toward Jinx. After the way he’d gone for her throat in the bar, she didn’t want to risk what he might do if she grabbed him while he was injured and delirious.

      In pain, he might not be in control of himself and the last thing she wanted was to be in his line of fire if he thought she was the one who’d harmed him.

      Slowly, she knelt down by his side. “Hey, buddy? You–” Her voice broke off as she saw the blood that soaked his uniform. The bruises on his face.

      This wasn’t a prank or a ruse.

      Someone had gotten the drop on him.

      How, she had no idea.

      Nor did she know why. But the one thing about assassins, they didn’t survive like this.

      A wounded assassin was a dead assassin. And it was obvious that his attacker had believed him dead or else he or she would still be here.

      Which meant they were in danger.

      Looking around more closely, she saw the streaks of blood on the ground that led away from Jinx to . . . She arched her brow as she finally saw another body that had fallen under some garbage.

      Yeah, that was messy.

      Apparently, the two of them had gone at each other, no-holds barred.

      After very successfully killing his “friend,” Jinx had crawled to the wall. By the looks of the bloodstains, he’d been trying to stand and hold himself up against the brick wall before he’d collapsed and passed out.

      Blood was all over the place.

      The two of them had fought like demons.

      Which made sense.

      You tangled with an assassin, you were bound to have a really bad night.

      So who would be that stupid?

      Curious and cautious, she went over to the other body and then pulled up short as she pulled the garbage away from it.

      Are you minsid kidding me?

      “What is it?”

      Eve stared in disbelief. “Another assassin.”

      “Dead?”

      Oh yeah. “Unless he’s some species that can live without a head . . . or regenerate a new one, affirmative.” Jinx had made a massive mess of the guy whose head was two feet away from his huge body.

      The look of terror frozen on his face would probably give her nightmares for the next week.

      Awesome. Just awesome.

      Not that she’d blame Jinx since it was obvious the assassin had been trying to kill him.

      But why?

      Eve had never heard of two League assassins fighting like this.

      She frowned as she realized this guy, unlike Jinx, had a name on his uniform. “Sniper.”

      Jed ducked. “Where?”

      She snorted at his automatic response. “Not coming at us. On the ground, here.”

      “He wasn’t very good at his job.”

      She wouldn’t say that. Given his rank, he must have been damn good at it.

      Jinx had just been better.

      “He’s a First Rank Commander.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jedi. “Want to see what their uniforms look like?”

      “It’s all right. I can do without the night terrors of seeing a headless corpse.

      He wasn’t wrong. And right now, she had to get Jinx off the street before someone else found him, especially the authorities.

      “C’mon, Jed. Help me.” She headed back to Jinx.

      “Do what? Cut his throat or roll him?” Typical Tavali thought response.

      “Get him back to my place.”

      Jedi shook his head at her. “Are you fucking crazy? I mean, I know you’re not right in the head. And given your past, I don’t blame you, but–”

      “Jed, I’m serious. Stop bitching and start helping.”

      He didn’t budge. Instead, he gestured at the headless corpse. “Are you blind? He’s an assassin. A League assassin. Top tier who tore the head off another one of his kind for who knows what psycho reason. Only a lunatic would lend aid to one of their ilk.”

      “And I remember people telling me the same thing about a certain human I found in a gutter and dragged home.”

      “I was a Tavali pirate who’d lost my Canting. Big difference. Worst thing I’d have done was steal some creds and maybe your jewelry. This guy will tear your head off. Literally!” Again, he gestured wildly at the other body.

      Eve sighed. “I’m not going to argue with you while he’s this close to death. Get your gigantic ass over here and lend me a hand.”

      He groaned like a stabbed lorina. “Fine. But if he comes to, my name is Serta and you don’t know me.”

      “Whatever.”

      Making a huge production of the fact that he was helping her in spite of his wishes, Jed grabbed Jinx’s arms and pulled him up. “Sheez! The bastard weighs more than I do. You just had to pick a giant motherfucker, didn’t you?”

      “Oh my God, Jedi! Really?”

      “You carry him and see how much you complain. Trust me, I know you. It’d be a lot.” With a fierce growl, he managed to get Jinx over his shoulder.

      Then bumped his head into the wall.

      “Could you try not to add to his injuries?”

      Jedi arched his brow. “Why? I still say we should cut his throat and roll him.”

      “You are terrible. Take him to my place and be careful about it.” She bent over and retrieved Jinx’s sunglasses from the alley where they’d fallen and looked around for any other items that might belong to him.

      Assured they had everything, she followed after Jed who was swiftly heading for her flat a few blocks away.

      Jedi huffed and puffed with every step. “You better pray that there aren’t any cameras around. Last thing I want is to see this footage played at my trial.”

      She snorted at his complaints. “Relax. There’s no surveillance here. It’s why I call this wretched hell home.” Life on the Trigange Outpost was even cheaper than it was in the more civilized regions of the Ichidian universe. Almost everyone here was running from something or someone.

      So people kept to themselves and kept no records about those who lived here or visited.

      Last thing she needed was someone spying on her or taking any kind of note of her comings and goings.

      Her father had tutored her well on keeping a low profile and staying off everyone’s radar.

      For that alone, she didn’t curse him every waking minute of her useless life.

      And thankfully, Jedi remained silent while he carried Jinx the short distance to her home and then dumped him unceremoniously on her couch.

      “I told you not to hurt him any worse.”

      “I don’t think that’s really possible. I mean look.” He gestured at the amount of blood on his own clothing. “You sure he’s not already dead? ‘Cause if I just hauled a corpse that weighs what he does all this way, I really will be pissed.”

      Stepping past him, she double checked Jinx’s breathing. “It’s shallow, but he’s still with us. No thanks to you.”

      “Then the bastard should have helped walk his hulking ass over here.” Jedi grimaced at his blood-stained clothes. “I’m taking a shower before I head home. Last thing I want is to run into any law asshole and get arrested because they think I killed someone.”

      Yeah, that’d be their luck. Have them run the DNA, find out it belonged to an assassin and then she’d have two people she loved imprisoned for something they didn’t do.

      “You know where everything is.”

      “And a ‘thank you, Jedi,’ would be nice.” He headed for her bathroom.

      “Thank you, Jedi,” she called while she moved to make her “guest” a little more comfortable.

      Poor Jinx. No wonder he’d been so feral when she’d touched his arm if this was how he’d always been treated. But that was the thing about League assassins. They were honed killing machines.

      Even without weapons, they were lethal.

      Rumors claimed that they were taught from childhood to kill with their bare hands. Teeth. Whatever it took.

      They were savage.

      Rabid.

      Supposedly, the only thing that kept them in check was that each one came with a kill switch and tracing device. If they stepped over the line or did anything they weren’t supposed to, their bosses could end their lives with the flick of a switch.

      It was what made them so mean.

      Like Jinx had said, they had no choice.

      As young children, they were either taken from their parents, orphaned, or sold into that life. The League was all they knew. All they were allowed to know.

      And almost none of them lived to be more than thirty years old.

      Which made her wonder what category Jinx fell into.

      Orphan. Slave or prisoner.

      Had his parents been like hers and committed some crime that had caused The League to seize custody of him or worse . . .

      Had his parents sold him to be one of their drones.

      As bad as her father had been, at least he’d never done that to any of them.

      Yeah, Egarious Toole didn’t look so bad right now. All in all, he had given them some rather good survival skills.

      And no one deserved to be beaten like this.

      Eve cringed as she peeled back the black battlesuit from his chest and saw the deep knife wounds and horrific scars that crisscrossed his chest and torso.

      As bad as his current wounds were, they were nothing compared to the scars where others had tried their best to end his life.

      Maybe Jed was right. Maybe she should have left him to die. That might have been a kinder fate. But having seen so many people lose their lives for no reason, she just couldn’t stand to see one more person die alone.

      Like garbage in the street.

      Not after what Jinx had done for her.

      Besides, life shouldn’t be like this.

      You know he’s going to kill again. By saving him, there’s no telling how many more innocent lives he’ll take.

      Probably true.

      But she was a paid killer, too.

      You have a choice. You only take contracts on those who deserve to die. He kills whoever they tell him to, regardless of age, gender, or crime.

      Did that really make her a better person, though?

      She had a choice. This man never had been given that.

      If he didn’t kill them, they killed him. For all she knew, this very attack could have been over the fact that he refused to kill a target.

      “And I could have been anything I wanted to be.” A teacher. Musician.

      Well, not really given her family and history, but she liked to pretend that she could have walked away.

      Like Jayne?

      She flinched at the voice in her head.

      Yeah. Her sister had tried to do that. And what’d happened to her?

      Jayne was rotting in prison for trying to turn her back on their father’s legacy. For trying to get her teacher’s license.

      So much for dreams and stupidity.

      Tooles didn’t get to live normal lives. They weren’t like other people.

      Never mind the fact that she was an Andarion Batur. A Winged Batur, no less. Their entire lineage had been hunted to virtual extinction by a crazed bitch.

      So much so, that the only reason her meager branch had survived was because her grandmother had been smuggled off Andaria and hidden while the rest of her family had been brutally slaughtered.

      None of her family should have survived to be here.

      Yet they endured, in spite of all odds.

      All enemies.

      “Like you.” She brushed the hair back from Jinx’s bruised cheek.

      Sighing, she carefully cleaned and set his wounds. That was another thing she could thank her father for. When it came to field dressing and medical knowledge, she could run her skills up against just about any doctor.

      “God, how I hate you, Paka.” He better be roasting in Tophet for what he’d done to them.

      But again, if not for him and his psychosis, she wouldn’t have survived the hell that had been her life.

      While she might not have as many scars on her body as Jinx, she definitely had as many on her soul.

      Not wanting to think about that, she quickly covered him with a blanket and cleaned up.

      Just as she finished, Jed returned to the room, toweling his hair.

      He cast a furtive glare at her patient. “I really hope you don’t die regretting this decision.”

      So did she.
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      Eve scowled at Jinx’s small handheld device that kept beeping. It kind of reminded her of a link, but there was no way to answer it.

      “Are you a tracking device?”

      “No.”

      Gasping, she started to pull her blaster. But before she could clear the holster, she was disarmed.

      Terror engulfed her as she faced a full-blooded Andarion male.

      Holy shit!

      She barely came up to the middle of his chest. If she’d thought her assassin was large, or Jed, this male towered over both of them.

      “How did you get in here?”

      He smirked and tapped on his insignia that showed he was a First Rank assassin. The top of the elite. “Lucky for you, I mean you no harm.” He deftly drained the charge from her blaster, then returned it to her.

      Without a word, he dropped his backpack on the floor and headed for Jinx.

      Her relief dwindled. “Are you going to kill him?”

      “No.” He picked up the device and moved to her couch. “Jinx?” Gently, he tried to wake him.

      When he didn’t respond, the assassin sighed and took Jinx’s hand in his, then wrapped it around the device. He held up a link to it and hit a playback button. “Shadowborne Chief Agent Reporting.”

      The device went silent.

      Satisfied, he set the device and link on her table. Then he quickly examined Jinx. “Guess you were right and your no-show showed up, after all.”

      Completely ignoring her, he tapped his ear. “Got him, but he’s all kinds of fucked up.” He glanced over at her. “Not sure. Let me do some recon and I’ll report back.”

      Now that she had his full attention, she wished she had a few more inches of height.

      And a lot more weaponry.

      Fear wasn’t a familiar feeling for her, and honestly, she hated it. It normally manifested as anger, which was a very suicidal emotion to have when dealing with a trained, professional killer. “Are you friend or foe?”

      “Not sure.” He pulled his sunglasses off and exposed those eerie white Andarion eyes that were a stark contrast against his dark skin and black braids. “Why did you bring him here?”

      “He was hurt and unconscious.”

      That didn’t seem to placate him. “You understood the danger of what you did, right?”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t expecting you to come visit.”

      “What were you expecting?”

      Eve paused as she realized that, for once in her life, she hadn’t thought something through. “You know . . . I was a little drunk. A lot of pissed off. Not thinking clearly, clearly. And . . . really didn’t go beyond the fact that there was a guy in the street, bleeding out.”

      “That why you spent the night in your chair, holding your blaster in your lap?”

      “Pardon?”

      A sly grin curved his lips. “Jinx called right before he passed out. You barely got to him before I did.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “He was safer with you than me. I didn’t have anywhere to take him.”

      “Lovely. So what . . . you just spied on me all night?”

      “That’s a lot of what we do.” He picked the backpack up and offered it to her. “There’s medicine and a fresh uniform in there for him, along with a link that’s programmed to reach one of us.”

      She hesitated at taking his pack. “Us?”

      “Yeah. You don’t need our names. But if you need anything, let us know. Our numbers are programmed in. Hit one and one of us will answer.” He picked up the device that had buzzed earlier and the link. “This is Jinx’s checkpoint. It will go off at random intervals, with no rhyme or reason. When it starts vibrating, you need to wrap his hand around it. He’s left-handed. Then play his ID into it just like I did. Can you do that?”

      “Sure. What happens if I don’t?”

      “That alarm turns into a bunch of me, who will break in here and slaughter you both.”

      She arched a brow. “Joke?”

      “No. You miss check-in and Command assumes you’ve gone rogue. You go rogue and they will issue a kill warrant. When you’re as high-ranking as Jinx is, everyone wants to take you down because it’s an automatic rank advancement.”

      “I thought you guys had a kill switch embedded in your brains.”

      He snorted. “Myth. Sort of. They tried it a long time ago, but it didn’t go well for anyone. Enemies hacked the code and exterminated us at will. Doesn’t do a lot of good to have an army of trained killers when one switch can eradicate them.”

      “Good to know.” She set the device and link down. “So, what happened last night? Did Jinx go rogue?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I saw the other assassin in the alley. Why were they fighting?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’m sure you didn’t see what you think you saw.”

      Catching on to the fact that he was giving her a subtle warning to drop the subject, she took the backpack. “Got it.”

      Sighing, he glanced back at Jinx. “We’re not animals, Evelita. In spite of everything, some of us still retain our souls.” He put his sunglasses back on and became instantly terrifying. “Oh and tell Serta–”

      “Serta?”

      “Jedidiah.”

      She laughed at the reminder of Jed’s alias from last night. “You really were there.”

      “Yeah. Tell him that we know where he lives and sleeps. The League sees all.”

      That would terrify him to no end. “You are evil.”

      “Nah. I’m just savage.” And with that, he left so fast that she could barely follow.

      Befuddled by the entire encounter, Eve stood there for several heartbeats trying to decide what to make of what had just happened.

      This had to be one of the weirder moments of her life, which when one considered how screwed up her life was, said a lot.

      But as she stood there, she realized something.

      Curious, she picked it up and played it again.

      “Shadowborne Chief Agent Reporting.”

      Chief Agent would be his rank. Was Shadowborne his surname? Or was it like a Tavali Canting thing?

      Suddenly, it dawned on her just how little she actually knew about the organization that ran pretty much every part of their lives.

      Her gaze fell to his assassin’s tattoo on Jinx’s arm. The League loved to mark its property.

      Just like Jinx the night before, the Andarion had been nothing like she’d expected from one of them.

      They weren’t as cold and unfeeling as they seemed.

      How hard was it for them to always have the air of detachment when they continued to have feelings? She knew from her own experience how much guilt came with every kill. How much grief.

      No one was left unscathed.

      What was it her father had always said?

      Never take a life. The moment you do, two people die. The one you kill and the person you used to be.

      She’d thought him an idiot. Until the day she’d killed her first man.

      Even though it’d been in self-defense and done to protect her sister, it didn’t matter.

      She carried his face and that moment with her every day of her life. It never went away.

      The saddest part was that she’d do it again.

      Anything to keep Jayne safe.

      Family was everything. It was the only thing. Even when she hated them, like her father. Family was what got you through.

      So she couldn’t imagine being like Jinx. Having no one to rely on. No one to protect and no one willing to protect him

      But then there were a lot of things she couldn’t imagine. Such as what the Andarion had left for her.

      Curious, she opened the backpack to find the uniform, link and meds he’d mentioned, but not much else. Toiletries and something that looked like it might be a religious item of some kind.

      Maybe.

      Her link buzzed, startling her. She glanced over and cursed as she answered it. “Jedi, you have got to stop making me jump out of my skin!”

      “Sorry. I just wanted to make sure you were still alive.”

      “I am.”

      “Is the assassin awake yet?”

      “Nope.”

      He cursed. “We’re screwed.”

      “Thank you, Lord Doom and Gloom. I’m going now.”

      He continued to speak as she hung up on him.

      “Where am I?”

      That deep, resonant voice with its cadent accent sent a shiver over her. Somehow, it was a lot more powerful here in her home than it’d been last night inside the Hunting Ground. “My flat.”

      Rubbing his hand over his face, Jinx scowled as if the light bothered his eyes. “Since I’m not dead and my wounds are bandaged, I’m going to assume I don’t need to kill you.”

      She cocked her head at him. “Was that a feeble attempt at humor?”

      “Given the amount of pain I’m in, I thought it was pretty good.”

      Snorting, she dimmed the lights.

      “Thank you.” Now that he could open them, she was stunned by their color. They were the clearest, most vibrant shade of cool steel blue she’d ever seen. “Bathroom?”

      “That way.” She pointed to the door.

      He rose slowly and without a bit of modesty, walked naked through her living room.

      Okay then . . .

      Apparently assassins had no shame or any kind of modesty. Of course, given how perfectly formed he was, she couldn’t really blame him. Last time she’d seen a body that well-made, it’d been artificial.

      Funny how she hadn’t really thought about any of that last night when she’d peeled his battlesuit off to tend his injuries.

      I was drunker than I thought.

      Because how she’d failed to notice what a delectable ass he had on him was beyond her.

      Damn, he was fine . . .

      After a few minutes, he came out with his hair loose and damp.

      “Would you like a towel?”

      He stopped and scowled at her. “Pardon?”

      Eve turned her gaze toward the ceiling even though she could still plainly see the whole of his incredibly lush, sexy body. “Just thought you might want something to cover up with.”

      He expelled a deep breath. “Sorry. Been a long time since I was around civilians.” As he went to pull his battlesuit out of the pack, he stumbled.

      Eve went to him without thinking.

      Jinx couldn’t breathe as he felt soft hands on his flesh. For a full minute, he couldn’t move or breathe as her touch seared him.

      “You okay?”

      Swallowing hard, he nodded. “Yeah.” Now, he was as embarrassed as she’d been given that her touch had caused him to go instantly hard. Luckily, his suit covered it. “I just need a minute.”

      And an ice cold shower.

      To his relief and disappointment, she moved away.

      Damn.

      Thankfully, she turned around to face away from him so that he could dress and hide something she didn’t need to know about.

      “So, what happened last night?”

      He frowned at her question. “How do you mean?”

      “The headless guy in the alley? I’m hoping he wasn’t a friend. If he was . . . not sure I should let you stay here for long.”

      He snorted at her light tone. “Don’t worry. Friends, I bleed out fast. Don’t usually beat them before I kill them.”

      She turned to face him with a slack jaw. “Joke?”

      “Since I have no friends . . . yeah.”

      “Because you killed them?”

      Jinx gave her a droll stare as he fastened his collar. “Really? You went there?” He sat down slowly and grimaced. “You do realize, Evelita Itxara Erixour, that with the number of kills on your balance sheet that you’d only be one rank below me if you were a League assassin, right?”

      Irritated, she held her finger up. “Okay, right there. It is extremely annoying that all of you know so much about me when I know absolutely nothing about you. How do you do that?”

      He pulled his link out, aimed it at her face and then handed it to her. “That shows up on the lens of my left eye.”

      She took the link, looked at the screen, then had to sit down as she saw basically her entire life laid out there. “Are you kidding me? I thought I was off-grid.”

      “Most do . . . they’re not.”

      On and on, the information went. “How much shows up?”

      “Pretty much anything I want to know. Right down to the fact that you had a dog named Fritz when you were eight.”

      “Shit!”

      “Yeah.”

      She turned it around to him and took his picture.

      Nothing showed up.

      “What the hell!”

      He smirked. “We have a different database.”

      “Can you access it?”

      “One more rank and I can.”

      Unbelievable. “So how do you see anything if you have all this info scrolling across your eye all the time?”

      “We can turn it off and on as we need to.”

      “Terrifying.”

      He held his hand up and then tapped his ear. “Shadowborne.”

      Realizing that he was taking a call, she didn’t speak.

      “No, sir. I’m on target. Didn’t see anything last night.” He frowned as he listened to whomever he was speaking to. “No, I haven’t seen him. Last I heard, he was on assignment on Caron.” He listened for a few more seconds. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Jinx tapped his ear, then reached for his link.

      She watched as he typed in something.

      Then he tapped his ear again. “Hey, Sav. I know I’m right. Just got a call from Command looking for Sniper. Did Vem get him?” He stared at her while he listened. “Gotcha. I’ll be in touch.”

      She waited until he’d disconnected. “You have to fill me in.”

      He gave her a skeptical grimace. “I don’t have to.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I took home an assassin that another assassin tried to annihilate. Are you kidding me?”

      Jinx hesitated, not sure if he should say anything. But she was right.

      For what she’d done, her life was in danger already. Keeping the truth from her would only make things worse.

      And for reasons he couldn’t explain, he wanted to protect her. To keep her safe.

      “All right, I’ll trade intel for one thing.”

      Now it was her turn to look skeptical. “That is?”

      “You have anything to eat?”

      She covered her face with her hand. “I’m so sorry. I should have thought of that. You must be starving.” Getting up, she headed for her kitchen. “I don’t get a lot of company.”

      He glanced around her messy apartment. There were clothes draped everywhere and she’d had a pile of dirty underwear in the bathroom. “I can tell.”

      She gave him a peeved glare. “You live alone?”

      “In a barracks . . . with people trained to kill.”

      She grimaced playfully. “Guess you guys try not to get on each other’s nerves, huh?”

      He touched his finger to his brow and saluted her intelligence. “If you don’t mind your mess, we will, and you won’t be happy with the methods we use to train you.”

      Eve cringed at the thought. Though his tone was light, she could only imagine the nightmare of living like that. “How old were you when you were conscripted?”

      “Eleven.” He started to follow her into the kitchen, but she stopped him.

      It was too messy and honestly, she was a bit embarrassed by it and the rest of her place. “My cleaning woman quit. Why don’t you sit at the counter and I’ll see what I have?”

      “Did she quit or surrender?”

      “You’re not funny. She actually had a baby and decided to stay home to tend her newborn.”

      He arched his brow at that. “You trust a person over an AI?”

      “Tough call,” she admitted honestly. “People can be bribed, but an AI can be hacked, so yeah. I’d rather have a life form I can kill should they betray me.”

      “And you think I’m cold-blooded.”

      She passed a side glance as she opened her fridge. “I never said we didn’t have anything in common. And lucky for you, I have enough things in here to make some breakfast.”

      “But do you have any clean dishes?” He passed a sneaky glance to the pile in her sink.

      That irritated her. “I will when I wash a few. So don’t be a smart ass.”

      He held his hands up in surrender.

      Then his device began to buzz.

      With an aggravated sigh, he went to retrieve it.  “Shadowborne Chief Agent reporting.”

      Eve didn’t speak until he returned to sit at her counter. “I get that Chief Agent is your rank. Shadowborne?”

      “League name.”

      She stopped washing her pan to look over at him. “Like the Tavali?”

      He shook his head. “Ours aren’t aliases. The League doesn’t let us keep our real names. Part of our programming. We’re assigned numbers or humiliating insults during training that are supposed to harden us. If we survive training, they give us a name to use after we make our first official kill.”

      Lovely. “So Jinx isn’t your real name?”

      He gave her an adorable smirk that seemed so very unassassin like. “It is. I’m defiant that way. But only those who are almost friends know it.”

      There was no missing the bitterness in his tone. “You really don’t like working for them, do you?”

      “Most of us don’t.”

      Eve returned to scrubbing her pan. “Is that why you’re sharing so much information with me?”

      “Not really. It’s more the fact that this is longest I’ve been around anyone in more years than I can remember who wasn’t a Leaguer. It’s nice to have an actual conversation again.”

      Once more, his device went off.

      Growling in a way that made her remember exactly how dangerous he was, he picked it up and repeated his rank into it. Then he pulled his link out and tapped his ear.

      Eve focused on cooking while he called someone else.

      “Chief Agent Shadowborne. I’m on assignment and I need this to stop buzzing before you give away my position.”

      He rubbed at his cheek, then winced as he accidentally touched a bruise there. “I’m your superior officer and I’m telling you what I’m doing. Now lay off this or, when I return, we will have words and I’m going to wreck your fucking world.”

      His gaze narrowed dangerously. “Yeah, you do that. Make sure you spell my name right. S-H-A-D-O-W-B-O-R-N-E. And get yours right, too. A-S-S-H-O-L-E.”

      He tapped his ear an instant before she burst into laughter.

      “Should I ask?”

      “I just got reported for my language.”

      Her stomach jerked at the thought. “I’m going to assume that’s a bad thing.”

      Jinx gave her a droll stare. “What are they going to do? Beat me?”

      “Are they?” She scrapped the toasted scramble onto a plate and put it in front of him.

      He took the fork that she offered him. “Probably. But, given how much pain I’m already in, I doubt I’ll feel it.”

      She winced at the nonchalance in his tone. “How are you moving?” She was tough, but honestly, if she’d taken a beating like his, she doubted if she’d be able to move for a week.

      Jinx held up a bottle that his friend had brought in with the backpack. “That’s what these are for.”

      “Are those legal?”

      “Hell, no. But we don’t live long enough to have to fear the consequences. Besides, if I grew a third arm, it could help me with my kills.” Winking at her, he placed the pill on his tongue and swallowed it with a bite of her food.

      Aching for him, she went to the fridge and got him some juice.

      By the time she returned, he was almost finished.

      “My God! Slow down and chew! Did you even taste any of that?”

      He paused and put his fork down. “Sorry. Habit. We don’t get a lot of time to eat in the mess hall. Good news is, if you were the worst cook in the universe, I wouldn’t know. It’d still be better than the shit they feed us.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Guess you don’t eat around people outside The League, either.”

      “Not really. They don’t exactly pay us for fear we’ll save up enough to escape.” He took a drink of the juice before he returned to the food at a much more normal pace.

      There was another thing she’d never thought about. “How do you guys function without creds?”

      He held his arm up to show his band. “We charge what we need and, so long as it’s a covered expense, The League takes care of it.”

      “Covered?”

      “If we need lodging, fuel or food while on assignment. But it can’t be extravagant. Just the bare essentials.”

      “What happens if it’s not a covered expense?”

      He gave her a chilling stare. “You go into the Ring and trust me, the Andarions have nothing on what goes down in a League Ring.”

      She winced at his mention of the bloodiest sport on any world. Andarions took their Ring fighting exceptionally seriously.

      And it often was fatal.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged with a nonchalance she was pretty sure he didn’t really feel.

      Her stomach tight, she dropped her gaze to his tracker. “So, how do you do your job if they bother you like that, all the time?” It had to interfere with their “stealth” operations. Hard to sneak up on someone when your tracker kept buzzing and giving away your position.

      Swallowing the last of the food, he wiped his lips with a napkin. “They’re not usually so obnoxious when they know where we are and what we’re doing. But there’s no eyes here and I should have been back to my barracks last night. If we give an estimate and we miss it, they start panicking like hyper-controlling parents over a virgin daughter.” He gestured at his device. “Had I not called in, their next move would have been to send someone after me.”

      “To kill you?”

      “If I wasn’t doing what I’m supposed to be doing, yes.”

      That actually made her sick to her stomach. “So just by being here you could die?”

      Clicking his tongue, he saluted her.

      “Should I have called The League when I found you last night?”

      He choked on his juice. “God, no!” Clearing his throat, he shook his head. “Had you done that, we’d both be dead.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m an assassin, Eve. We are never supposed to be seen weak. If anyone witnesses us getting our ass kicked, they’re not supposed to live to tell it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “That’s the Code.”

      She shook her head. “Your Code sucks.”

      “More than you know.”

      Eve took a moment to digest the nightmare that made up his life. She couldn’t imagine living like he did. “So what happened last night? Was he your target or were you his?”

      “That’s the loaded question . . .”

      “Meaning?”

      Instead of answering, he spun around faster than she could blink and leveled his blaster at a shadow.

      Eve gasped as she realized there was another person in her flat.

      One who caught his arm before he fired his weapon. “Easy, big boy. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Damn it, Bête. You trying to get killed?”

      She returned the blaster to him. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay. You look like shit.”

      “Thanks.”

      Scowling, she looked past him to Eve. “She the one Sav mentioned?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to kill her?”

      “No and neither are you.”

      “Jinx–”

      “I mean it, Bête. Any harm befalls her and I will take it personally.”

      Bête held her hand up. “Fine.” She tapped her ear. “Captain Bête Noir reporting in. I have eyes on Shadowborne.” She paused for a second to listen. “No, ma’am. He appears to be surveilling. Nothing unusual that I see. Do you want me to terminate?”

      Eve barely caught her gasp before it escaped.

      “Understood. Bête Noir out.” She tapped her ear and sighed. “You’re good.”

      “I was right.”

      Dressed in a burgundy uniform that hugged every inch of her well-toned body, Bête jerked her chin toward Eve. “How much does she know?”

      “She’s fine.”

      Bête arched a brow at that.

      Jinx gave her a pointed stare. “I trust her more than I trust you.”

      “Ouch!”

      “But true.”

      Bête snorted. “Didn’t say it wasn’t, or that it wasn’t deserved, but it’s still hurtful.”

      “Sorry.”

      Bête sighed wearily as Eve studied her. Tall and lithe, she had dark hair that had vibrant red stripes in it. Like Jinx’s from the night before, she wore it braided down her back– League assassin style. Though her complexion was darker than his, it was still lighter than Eve’s. “Well, Sav and I cleaned up your mess. You’re welcome, by the way. How’d Sniper get the drop on you?”

      “Trained assassin. Came at me when I left.”

      Folding her arms over her chest, Bête tsked. “No offense, I don’t know how you survived.”

      “I’m a feral bastard.”

      “Noted.” She glanced to Eve. “Damn shame you can’t count the kill and take the rank advancement.”

      “I know. Did Venny find the orders?”

      “Yeah. Straight from the PM.”

      “Reason?”

      “None listed.”

      Jinx ran his hand through his hair. “I swear . . . ever since that attack last year, Quiakides just gets crazier and crazier.”

      “I know. He’s convinced it was one of us who tried to kill him.”

      “We should have knifed his son when Nykyrian took the blast for him. Little bastard.”

      She scoffed. “Little? He’s the same hulking height you are.”

      “I know. Still . . . Can’t believe we didn’t take the chance to eliminate them both.”

      “Hindsight, my brother. All we can do is try to survive.”

      “No. We need to find out who the idiot is setting us up, and hand them over.”

      She nodded. “Failing that, we pick someone we hate most and frame them.”

      Were they serious?

      Jinx didn’t even hesitate. “That’s a frightfully long list. You want it chronologically or alphabetically?”

      “Personally, I vote for my ATA.”

      Shaking his head, Jinx sucked his breath in. “Yeah . . . no. Kyr’s never going to happen. We frame a Phrixian prince and that’s going to cause all kinds of other problems we don’t need.”

      “Well, I have to get back. You heal up. We can buy you another day here, but you’d better return to barracks by tomorrow or all hell will rain down.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure I’ve already worn out my welcome here. If the zarana will be kind enough to loan me her shower, I’ll be out of here and in my ship if y’all need me.”

      “Sounds good.” She clapped him hard on his arm and then headed for the window.

      “I have a door.” But it was too late.

      Bête was already gone.

      Jinx gestured at the door with his glass. “Hallway comes with a lot of witnesses. We don’t like those.”

      “Noted.” Eve folded her arms over her chest. “What does zarana mean? You keep using that for me.”

      “Lady.”

      “Ah . . . what language?”

      “Euforian.”

      “Well that explains your accent. I’ve never met anyone from Eufora before.” She picked up his empty plate. “Should I expect any more of your friends to pop in?”

      “It’s not my friends you need to be afraid of. It’s my enemies.”

      “Duly noted. With one of them being the Prime Commander of The League.”

      He saluted her.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. Like I told Bête, Huwin Quiakides is a psycho.”

      “But he’s the Prime Commander.”

      He handed her his empty glass across the counter. “I keep forgetting that you haven’t spent a lot of time around us. Psycho’s normal.”

      “You say that, but you seem rather normal to me.”

      “I’m just a little better at hiding it, Eve. There’s no such thing as a sane League assassin. We are all one hair trigger from snapping and taking out everyone around us.”

      She snorted at his words. “That’s normal in my realm. Believe me. Most days it wouldn’t take much for me to open fire and not stop shooting, either.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Why? Because I’m a woman?”

      “God, no. Some of the most lethal assassins we have are women. I’d much rather go against a man than a woman in that regard.”

      “Then why?”

      He glanced over to her windowsill. “Because as wrecked and unkempt as this place is, I can’t help but notice that none of your plants are even wilting. And last night, you could have easily left me for dead and you didn’t.” He gave her a probing stare. “You don’t like to see things die if they don’t have to.”

      She ground her teeth at how astute he was. “And you didn’t have to come between me and Sicarius.”

      He winked at her. “I did that for shits and giggles.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She moved around the counter where he sat.

      Smiling, she walked between his parted knees. “And yes, you can use my shower.”

      Jinx couldn’t breathe as she invaded his personal space. Nor could he think straight.

      This is why you keep distance from everyone.

      Because honestly, she could slit his throat and he wouldn’t be able to react. Not while all of his blood was fleeing his brain and heading to a part of his body that had no business being so enticed by her or anyone else.

      She bit her bottom lip and put her hands on his hips. “You didn’t answer my question. Are any more assassins stopping by?”

      He swallowed hard as he struggled to keep his breathing steady. “No. Why?”

      She reached up to touch his face.

      Jinx caught her hand in his. “This is a dangerous game, Eve.”

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      He could never cause her harm. But he couldn’t afford for her to know that.

      She slid against him, making every inch of his body burn.

      Eve knew she had no business doing this, but she couldn’t help herself. He was the epitome of forbidden fruit.

      And she was unable to resist it.

      But she was completely unprepared for the ferocity of his kiss. It was wild and blistering, and it left her breathless.

      Without hesitating, he lifted her and pinned her to the wall. Her head spun from the passion and strength of him. From the raw, heady scent of leather and man.

      While she’d had more than her fair share of strong, powerful men, none of them could compare to the restrained ferocity of this one.

      It was like petting a wild beast you knew could turn around and rip you to shreds.

      The danger was heady and intoxicating. Only an absolute fool would do this.

      Yet she couldn’t say no. Against all sanity, she wanted him.

      Jinx closed his eyes as she opened his uniform. You need to stop this. Now!

      The final shred of common sense shouted at him. But honestly? He didn’t give a shit.

      All too well, he knew that every breath he drew was likely to be his last. Death wasn’t just his constant companion, but a bitch he’d been courting since the day they’d ripped him out of his life and sold him to this brutality.

      The only thing he wanted was one moment of peace.

      One gentle touch.

      He trembled as she nuzzled against his neck, her lithe body warming him all the way to his soul.

      And when she stepped back and pulled her shirt off, over her head, he was sunk.

      If he had to die, he could think of no better reason than for the touch of someone who wasn’t trying to kill or maim him.

      For one precious moment of tenderness, he would gladly give up this wretched life he hated.

      League and Code be damned.

      If he’d learned nothing else last night, it was that he lived on borrowed time. A death sentence hung over him and sooner rather than later someone was going to collect it.

      Fuck it. If he was going out, let it be for something he’d actually done than for the whims of a madman who’d killed his way to the top.

      Eve gasped as Jinx picked her up. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “You don’t weigh enough to hurt me.”

      She arched a brow at that bullshit. She was part Andarion. Her skeleton alone weighed twice what a normal woman’s did. But true to his words, he didn’t seem to notice as he started for her couch.

      “You know, I do have a bed.” She gestured toward her hallway with her thumb.

      He gave her an adorable grin before he changed directions.

      Eve cringed as she realized just how unkempt her place was. She probably deserved the embarrassment.

      But those thoughts scattered as Jinx carefully placed her on her unmade bed.

      Jinx braced a knee against the mattress. It was thick and deep, but something sharp dug into his knee. Scowling at the aggravation, he shifted position and shrugged off his uniform, letting it fall behind him.

      Her gasp fed his spirit and when he glanced up to meet her gaze, that, alone, fed his heart.

      She licked her lips as her lids slipped lower, her gaze sharp as she skimmed every inch of him. Not as an assassin to be hated, but as a man she wanted to be with.

      His heart pounding, he swept the pile of clothes to the floor, ignoring her snort.

      “Those were clean.”

      “Then you should have folded them.” He lowered himself over her, catching her next protest with his kiss.

      Warm, luscious lips took his, cushioned his even though he wasn’t gentle. He wasn’t sure he knew how to be. His handful of encounters with women had been other assassins.

      Half of their foreplay had involved slapping him and punching.

      Drawing blood.

      But the last thing he wanted was to hurt her in any way.

      No, her sweet gentleness was what he was craving. A dying man starving for the taste of acceptance. For the return play of her tongue against his.

      Jinx rose to his knees, so that he could pull off his undershirt and shorts.

      Not to be outdone, Eve matched his moves by lifting her hips, and skimming her pants down her legs. Her face close to his body, she paused to leave a flurry of kisses around his bruised, multicolored flesh, avoiding his cuts.

      Hands free, she cupped the ass she’d admired from across her living room.

      His hard muscles tensed beneath her hands then released.

      Jinx rolled to his side, then to his back, as he kicked free of the material. Eve stroked his body from shoulder to hip, watching as chill bumps spread in her wake.

      She straddled his hips, very careful of how she moved. In spite of what he said, he had to be in pain. And by the scars on his body, she knew he’d been dealt enough of that in his life.

      All she wanted was to give him comfort.

      So she moved slow and easy, waiting to see if he’d object. Being an assassin, she would have assumed he would demand to be in control.

      Instead, he led her hand to his lips so that he could kiss her palm.

      Jinx closed his eyes as he savored her long, lithe body sliding against his. Not even the pain when she brushed against his injuries could blight the utter ecstasy he felt right now.

      Biting his lip, he stifled a groan as she rose above him and ran her hand down his ribs, to the center of his body.

      Just as he started to bend his knee, she cupped him and squeezed. He gasped at the unexpected jolt of pleasure that went through him.

      “Like that do you?”

      “You’ve no idea.” And she didn’t. No one had ever touched him with such tenderness.

      He’d heard the term “making love,” but never had he understood why it was used. While there might not be any real feelings between them, this . . .

      This felt like that.

      Like she cared.

      He knew it was stupid. They’d just met, and yet she held him like he meant something to her.

      Was this always what sex was like for others?

      Never before had he hated The League as much as he did right now. As much as his brother had violently stolen from him, The League had taken so much more.

      His name.

      His future.

      All compassion and decency.

      Any comprehension of normal manners and friendship.

      His humanity.

      Yet right now in her arms, he remembered those things. I’m not an animal.

      At least those were his thoughts until she began to gently stroke his cock.

      Jinx threw his head back into the pillow as everything spun.

      He was in ecstasy.

      Honestly, he didn’t think it could get any better.

      Not until she slid down, between his knees. Then, looking up his body, she met and held his gaze as she took him into her mouth.

      Stars flashed before his eyes as he cursed and twisted his fists in her sheets. It took everything he had not to instantly come.

      But it was hard.

      Damn near impossible.

      Unable to stand it, he gently pulled her back. “I can’t take any more of that.”

      Eve smiled, the flush of blood swelled her lips, her eyes were glassy when she looked back at him. “I know.”

      She allowed him to tug her up to cover his body. But he didn’t stop until he draped her fully across him.

      Then, he rolled with her and slowly moved from her lips to her throat. And he kept going until he reached her breasts.

      Her breathing ragged, Eve tossed her head back as the pleasure centered deep in her womb.

      This was special. This man was special, she knew that deep inside.

      He haunted her. Never in her life had she felt like this. His pain spoke to her.

      Sang to her.

      For the first time, she not only understood the man she was with, she wanted to soothe him. To tell him that everything would be all right.

      But they both knew better. The universe was harsh and cold, and out to annihilate people like them.

      Jinx knew it even better than she did. He was one of the monsters she’d spent her life fighting against. The boogeyman everyone feared.

      And yet . . .

      They were similar creatures. Both scarred by an inhumane past. Both forced to fight for a life they’d never wanted.

      That knowledge made her feel so close to him. Closer than she should feel.

      Closing her eyes, she savored the sensation of his tongue circling her nipple. Of his strong hands sliding all over her body. He could tear her apart.

      Instead, he was showing her a gentleness she knew didn’t come easy for him. A tenderness that was alien to his nature. The heat of his hands branded her flesh as he made his way down her body until he kissed her nether lips.

      Eve cried out in ecstasy.

      Jinx’s laugh reverberated through her body as he drove his face into her. His tongue reached deep into her core while he rubbed his nose against her clit.

      Unable to stand it, she dug her hips into the pleasure, and rocked her hips against him.

      In that instant, her body shattered as she came, calling out his name. Still, he didn’t pull away as he sought to please her completely. Her entire body shuddered with each stab of his tongue, each pass over her clit.

      He waited until her strength was spent. Then with one deft move, he lined up their bodies, and kissed her before he slid himself inside her.

      Jinx couldn’t breathe for a moment as he lost himself to the warmth of her body. To the sensation of her nails scraping gently across his back.

      She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him in even deeper. Internal muscles grasped him, massaged him, and the pleasure was a wicked whip setting him into motion.

      His head spinning, he withdrew and thrust as her body welcomed him. She lifted her arms to encircle his neck and he answered her pull.

      God help him, but for the first time since the night his parents had been slaughtered, he felt safe. It made no sense when he knew that by doing this, he was signing his own death warrant. If anyone ever found out what they were doing . . .

      They’d both be slaughtered.

      Still, it was worth it. For this moment of peace, they could have him, body and soul.

      In all honesty, he never wanted to leave. She was even more exquisite than she’d been in the bar. And he was quickly losing himself to her.

      Eve lifted her hips, wanting him even deeper and faster. She could barely remember the last man she’d slept with, but this one she’d never forget.

      His power and strength fired her blood. Rumor said that assassins made poor lovers, but that wasn’t true of Jinx. He buried all her memories of anyone else.

      Sinking her hands into his long hair, she dragged his lips to hers.

      She could spend the rest of eternity tasting this man. No one would ever taste better.

      And with that, she felt another orgasm racing over her. He thrust deep inside her, then stopped.

      That did nothing to halt her release as she moaned into his kiss.

      Jinx savored that sound as he felt her body clutching his. Hissing, he growled as his own body betrayed him and joined her.

      All too soon.

      But he was as sweaty and spent as she was. Laying himself over her, he felt his heart pounding against his chest.

      In complete bliss, Jinx lay there, savoring every last bit of this. “Have you any idea how many violations I’ve just committed?”

      Her eyes teased him. “Enough to get you executed?”

      “Oh yeah.” He placed a tender kiss on the top of her head. “But don’t worry. I will never let them harm you.”

      She gave her a pert smirk. “How will you do that if you’re dead?”

      Pulling the sheet over them, he snorted. “As you saw last night, I’m a little hard to kill. But even dead, I’m sure I’d be resourceful.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind when they’re scraping my brain matter off the walls.”

      He sucked his breath in sharply as a vivid image of that tore through him. There was no way he’d allow that to happen. “Love your pillow-talk.”

      Eve laughed, until she saw the sadness in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Jinx. That’s the one thing that I cannot stand.”

      He brushed the hair back from her face and cupped her cheek in his hand. For several seconds, he didn’t speak as she watched emotions play across his handsome features. “Why did you sleep with me? Really? What do you want from me?”

      That wrung her heart. He honestly couldn’t believe that anyone could want him.

      She’d laugh except for the fact that she knew how he felt. That sense of worthlessness that was beaten into the soul when you were too young to even realize how much damage it was doing. She felt it, just like he did.

      No matter what, she’d never use another person like that. “Nothing. And that’s the truth. I just thought you could use some kindness.”

      She kissed the large, jagged scar of a wound that had narrowly missed his heart. “It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone. Since I’ve wanted to be with anyone, honestly. I’d begun to fear that I was too jaded to feel anymore. But you . . . you break my heart.”

      Eve brushed at his soft hair as she sought for the words to soothe his battered soul. “I’m not stupid, Jinx. I know this is all we’ll ever have and that once you leave I’ll never see you again. That was all I expected. Nothing more. And I will never try to claim anything else.”

      With those words spoken, she kissed him and got up.

      Jinx didn’t speak as he watched her leave him and head to the bathroom.

      This is the way it has to be.

      He knew that the same way she did.

      But it stung him to his soul. And for the first time in years, he remembered the dreams he’d had as a boy.

      The days when he’d seen a future of family.

      Love.

      When he’d taken things such as laughter and acceptance for granted. When monsters were the things that hid in his closet or under his bed, and were quickly banished by his parents coming into his room and wrapping him in a hug.

      All his safety and sanity had died under a chorus of brutal screams.

      He winced as he saw that night so clearly. As the image of his mother’s death flashed across his eyes again.

      “Run! Protect your sister!” His father’s last words before he fell while trying to protect them. “I’m depending on you, Jinx. You’re a Tievel! Never forget that!”

      But he had forgotten it.

      Survival had pushed everything aside, except the rage of injustice. That bitter hatred he had for a god that had allowed his parents to be slaughtered and his sister to be ripped out of his arms.

      By their own brother.

      In all these years, nothing else had pushed past those emotions.

      Not even the physical pain.

      Until now.

      No wonder The League was so adamant that they never allow another to touch them.

      All those horrific lessons. All those days of starvation and beatings.

      Completely undone by the simple need of a human soul desperate for kindness.

      If only it were that simple.

      End of the day, he wasn’t stupid enough to believe that this was a cure for The League’s brutality. He’d met too many of his comrades who were too far gone to ever be brought back from their madness. Those who no longer cared about anyone but themselves. Who lived to hurt others.

      Brutality was their sustenance.

      It was the only thing that gave them pleasure.

      But there were still a few like him, who had somehow managed to retain their souls.

      You’re too few and you know it.

      Many days, he doubted his own sanity.

      Closing his eyes, Jinx listened to the water run as Eve showered. He was desperate to join her.

      Don’t be stupid.

      If he went in there right now, he’d never leave.

      Thankfully, his link buzzed before he gave into that deadly temptation.

      Grateful for a distraction, he answered it to find Savage on the other end.

      “Where’s the female?”

      “Another room, why?”

      Savage sighed. “I think I know why she saved you.”

      He didn’t like that tone at all. “What’d you learn?”

      “Her sister’s in a League prison. Sorry, bud. She’s using you. Terminate her and get out.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rage and hurt warred inside Jinx as he played with the spring release on the concealed dagger in his uniform.

      It was a backup weapon. His preferred means was the black Seax dagger he kept concealed in a pocket . . .

      Terminate her and get out.

      Commander Savage was a superior officer. Technically, those were orders and he should follow them.

      The Andarion had a lot more experience than he did. He was the founder of their small rebel gang and Sav, alone, had kept them alive against PM Quiakides’s madness.

      When another assassin would have killed them and taken a rank advancement, Savage had hidden them and made sure they healed whenever they were wounded.

      They all owed their lives to him.

      It was a fucked up weird-ass family they’d almost formed, where their crazy uncle was likely to cut their throat at any moment, but it was the best anyone in The League’s assassin corps could hope for.

      He was so lucky to have been selected as one of Savage’s handful of insurgents.

      Still . . .

      Eve seemed so honest and sincere.

      People lie all the time. You know that.

      His parents were dead because of a betrayer who’d looked them all in the eyes and told them how much he loved them. Tobin had been his half-brother.

      And he’d destroyed them all.

      For what?

      Greed. Rebellion?

      Stupidity.

      Trust no one.

      Everybody wanted something.

      If life and League had taught him nothing else, it should have taught him that. In the most brutal way possible.

      Terminate her and get out.
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      Eve gasped as she left the bathroom and found Jinx standing just outside the door. “Is that some innate male trait that all of you have that makes you want to scare the shit out of people?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just my SIC does it all the time, too. He’s always jump-scaring me. Makes me want to wring his neck.” Toweling her hair, she stepped past him. “The shower’s all yours.”

      Jinx hesitated, torn between wanting to kiss her again and drag her to the bed . . .

      Or kill her.

      Eve paused to frown at him. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Still not sure what to do, he went into the bathroom and slowly closed the door.

      Eve scowled at his actions. What the hell?

      She put the towel down around her shoulders. Okay, that was weird. Something had happened while she was bathing. His mood had completely altered again.

      He’s an assassin.

      They weren’t exactly known for mental stability.

      Then again, neither was she. Bad childhoods didn’t lend themselves to happy, well-adjusted adults. There were some days when she could barely hold it together, and her worst day was probably a thousand times better than his best.

      If one-millionth of what she’d been told about League training was true, it was a wonder he was sane at all. Rumors claimed they forced assassins into cannibalizing each other in order to survive.

      She’d always prayed that one was a lie.

      But the one she knew was true was that they were forced to eat while The League played videos of people being tortured and killed in order to desensitize them to the pain and suffering of others. The League would do anything they could to kill all compassion within their assassins.

      Kill or be killed.

      Jinx was the most dangerous creature in the known universe, and no matter what else he did, she couldn’t afford to forget that.

      As he’d said, they were playing a dangerous game.

      One where their lives would be forfeit if they lost.
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      By the time Jinx came out again, Eve had most of the kitchen cleaned up.

      Jinx paused with an arched brow.

      Before he could speak, Eve held her hand up in warning. “Not one word. Remember, you’re not the only who’s trained to kill and I’m closer to the knives than you are.”

      He actually laughed. “True, but while you’re cleaning, you might want to remember the nice stack of underwear in the bathroom . . . unless you’re collecting them there for a specific purpose?”

      She groaned out loud. “Well, at least you know I don’t bring guys home all the time.”

      He was still smiling as he folded up his dirty battlesuit and tucked it neatly in the backpack.

      Pausing, Eve watched him. It was so easy to forget what he was when he was in front of her. He acted so normal. So . . .

      Nice.

      Strange how she’d never considered a League assassin as being cordial or decent. The way they stood and refrained from speaking . . .

      It was so unnerving to be around people who were so rigid and unemotional.

      Normally, they went out of their way to be assholes to everyone.

      Not Jinx. He was unlike anyone she’d ever met.

      And he would be gone any second.

      Her throat tightened as her gaze went to her counter and she saw the small emblem that had fallen off his uniform. “Don’t forget this.”

      Jinx cleared his throat as she handed his insignia to him. He kept waiting for her to mention her sister, but so far . . .

      Nothing.

      Not a word.

      He zipped the backpack shut. “I better get out of here before they send someone else.”

      Her eyes glowed with sadness. If she was acting, then she was good. “Try not to get into any more trouble.”

      “You stay away from loan sharks.”

      “Make no promises.” She stepped back and tossed her sponge into the sink. “Seriously though, take care.”

      Jinx headed for the window. “You, too.”

      “The door works.”

      He smirked as he slid her window open. “This is safer for both of us.”

      And still he waited for her to stop him.

      She didn’t.

      Not when he hit the fire escape or the street.

      He even paused to look up at her flat.

      Nothing.

      And with every step that carried him further from her flat, he expected her to call out that she needed help.

      Not a word.

      Had she really just slept with him for no reason?

      Don’t be stupid. People aren’t kind. They always want something.

      No one cared about anyone else.

      Your own brother slaughtered your parents and sold you to this life so that you’d be tortured and killed . . .

      And yet he could still feel her hands on his body.

      Worse? He ached for her.

      This was so stupid. Impossible.

      He kept repeating that over and over. Even after he was inside his own ship. But when he pulled his link out, he made the mistake of looking down and seeing the picture he’d taken of her.

      The smile on her face.

      I’m so stupid.

      And that stupidity was going to get him killed.
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      Jed stared at Eve as he stood by the counter in her flat, watching her. “I can’t believe you’re alive.”

      “Would you stop?”

      So he signed that to her with his hands.

      She responded with an obscene gesture.

      Jedi snorted. “You’re so evil.”

      “And you’re annoying. Did you ever reach Syn?”

      He pulled out his link and hit play. “Hey, Jedi. Sorry it took so long to get back to you. But you’re a minsid idiot to even attempt to get someone out of a League prison. Forget it. Can’t be done. I have that on the highest authority.”

      She winced at those words.

      “Maybe you should have asked your assassin.”

      Eve scoffed. “Pretty sure he would have killed me had I done so.”

      “What? Why?”

      She decided it would be all kinds of idiocy to let him know she’d slept with Jinx. So she opted on a partial truth. “If he thought for one moment that we’d saved him hoping to get a favor . . . pretty sure he’d have skewered me.”

      Jed sighed and slid his link back into his pocket. “Didn’t think about that. You’re probably right.”

      “Know I am. He was extremely skittish and paranoid.”

      “Yeah, I imagine his career doesn’t lend itself to trust.”

      “No more than ours.”

      Sighing, Jedi nodded, then frowned as he scanned her apartment. “Did your cleaning lady come back?”

      She glared at him. “Don’t make me slap you.”
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      Cautiously, Jinx walked into the abandoned building. He was one of six assassins who were meeting here tonight.

      None of them felt safe.

      They might not show it, but he knew they felt the same uneasy apprehension he did.

      While they wanted to trust each other, it was hard. Trust wasn’t part of their training. Especially since Vanquish, one of their group, had been his official trainer for assassinations.

      He knew firsthand what a sick bastard he could be.

      To this day, Vanquish had yet to disclose his real name or even where he’d come from. Jinx still wasn’t sure why Savage had chosen him for their group.

      If anyone had asked him, he would have clearly placed Vanquish in the insane category, with no hope of redemption.

      Same for Strife. She was one step away from either killing them or turning them in.

      He’d never trust her.

      And as he entered the dilapidated room, he realized that he was the last one to arrive.

      All of them were standing around, waiting on him. Vanquish was off to his right. Even with the dark sunglasses on, Jinx could feel his hate-filled glare. While all of them had quirks that had marked them as rebellious to their superiors, Vanquish had taken it one step further.

      He’d pierced his nose. The League frowned on them being individuals. If not for the fact that Vanquish was the top of top, they’d have executed him for that alone.

      Venom held the same rank he did. Almost his height, Ven had the black eyes and darker complexion of a Ritadarion. His features were well-sculpted, and he always looked as if he needed a shave.

      Strife was their shortest member, barely reaching to the middle of his chest. Her blond hair was much golder than his and she was a Third Rank Command assassin. One level below him.

      And of course, Savage and Bête rounded out their number.

      He still wasn’t sure why Savage had allowed a maroon uni into their group, but this was Savage’s party so he kept his opinions to himself.

      “Glad everyone made it.” Savage set up the jammers so that The League would have no idea they were in the midst of a confab. He turned toward Jinx. “You need to watch your ass. Quiakides is hand-selecting us to go after you.”

      That declaration took him aback. Was he serious? “How do you know?”

      Vanquish pushed his sunglasses up, on top of his head. “I was just given the assignment to take you out.”

      Venom laughed. “Feel flattered, kid. They’re only sending out the best. I was told to gut you, too.”

      Awesome.

      Jinx suddenly felt like a sacrificial goat surrounded by salivating priests.

      “Any idea why?” He’d really like to know what he did to piss off his commanders to the point they wanted him dead.

      Granted he could be a rank bastard, but . . .

      Savage handed him his link. “No idea. As you can see from my orders, they simply want you dead.”

      Jinx’s anger built as he read the simple warrant. Kill him, get an automatic rank increase. Which would be the only way for an assassin to live, because if anyone came after him, he would kill them.

      His will to live to protect his sister was too strong. It was the only reason he was still alive.

      But why come after him?

      The ranks above a black uni were administrative. Usually those ranks were closed to assassins. But in special cases, such as a target they really wanted dead, the higher ups would allow an assassin in.

      Given that it was the only way for an assassin to escape their enslavement, a kill warrant like his was a massive incentive to First Rank Commanders.

      With him dead, his killer would be free.

      “Really wish I knew what I’d done to piss them off.”

      Venom clicked his teeth. “I’m thinking you were right about them going after anyone they deem a threat to their positions. You advanced too fast through the ranks. Makes the PM nervous that you might be coming after him.”

      But that had nothing to do with it. He’d only gone through the ranks for the autonomy. The ability to have some degree of control over his life so that he could make sure his sister wasn’t targeted.

      Make sure Tobin didn’t overstep again.

      While his brother had sold him to The League for profit, Tobin had never expected him to live.

      But Jinx was hard to kill and one day he’d go back for Tobin.

      With a vengeance.

      “I have no interest in a command position.” That would lock him down and that was the last thing he wanted.

      “We know.” Sav put his link into his pocket. “But the PTB is an unreasonable lunatic.”

      The Powers That Be usually were.

      Venom’s alarm went off. Cursing, he quickly reported his name and rank.

      Sav waited for him to finish. “We better disperse. I only wanted us here to let you know what you were facing and to be aware that we’re not after you.”

      “But everyone else will be.” Vanquish didn’t blink as he callously reminded him.

      Sav nodded. “We’ll use the burner to let you know whenever we catch wind of someone targeting you.”

      Jinx inclined his head and waited for them to disperse. More tired than he’d ever been, he sighed. He needed to head back to barracks, but with everyone after him, closing his eyes there was a bad idea.

      If he lived another week, it would be a miracle.

      Pulling his link out, he scanned to a photo of his sister when they were kids. An old photo that had been on file for his family.

      His heart aching, he traced her face with his finger. If he was dead, who would protect her?

      Jinx was the only one left who cared.

      Fear and pain choked him. He hated feeling powerless. All he’d ever wanted was to keep Dakari safe.

      Was this how Eve had felt about her own sister?

      Unable to bear it, he swiped to the picture he’d taken of Eve.

      I have hours to live.

      There was one thing left that he wanted to do.

      Opening the channel, he called Command. “Chief Agent Shadowborne. I’m after a target. Need one-hundred-and-eighty hours.”

      He waited for them to clear his time.

      “Approved, Chief Agent Shadowborne. Please check in within eighty-four hours or as soon as mission is accomplished.”

      He cut the transmission.

      Five days. That was all he had.

      Would the ones after him even allow him to live long enough to do what he needed to?

      Probably not.

      But by the gods, he was going to try.
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      Jayne Erixour sat in her cramped cell, regretting every decision she’d ever made.

      Not that she’d ever made that many. Given that she was only seventeen, most of her decisions had been made for her. Either by her overbearing father or by a vicious fate that seemed to hate her.

      A year and a half of her life had been stolen.

      For what?

      So that some small-time prick with a little bit of power could feel like a man. For something she hadn’t even done.

      She’s the daughter of Egarious Toole! By that alone you know she’s guilty.

      While her father had taken her along on his burglaries, she’d had no choice. An unwilling participant.

      She let out a bitter laugh. For that matter, she was an unwilling participant in life.

      And here she sat, rotting.

      Her door lock buzzed.

      Rising to her feet, she braced herself for the next round of fighting off whatever animal they were about to unleash on her.

      At least her father and sister had taught her how to fight. For that, she was infinitely grateful.

      The door slid open.

      Shock riveted her to the floor. The man in front of her was tall, gorgeous, and dressed black-on-black in that menacing assassin’s uniform she hated with every fiber of her being.

      Without a word, he approached her.

      When she went to punch him, he caught her hand and yanked her forward.

      “They’re watching us. Sorry.” Those words were barely audible as he pressed her against the wall and cuffed her hands behind her back. “Do what I say and fight if you want. Make this look real.”

      Okay . . .

      She was totally baffled by his game. “Let go of me!” She tried to get free, but he was strong.

      Still, she was able to head butt him.

      He let out a vile curse before he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.

      The guards around them were as stunned as she was.

      Yet no one said anything as he carried her out of the prison and into their landing bay.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’re being transferred.”

      “Where?”

      “Does it matter?” He set her down next to an impressive black fighter. “Get inside.”

      “How? You have my hands tied.”

      A tic worked in his jaw. “When I free you, don’t run.” He glanced over his shoulder where several guards were watching them. “They will shoot to kill if you do.”

      Even so, Jayne considered it. They could miss . . .

      But she didn’t want to die here.

      Not yet.

      Nodding, she turned around and offered him her hands.

      He undid the restraints, then stood back as she climbed aboard his ship.

      She had the thought of locking him out and launching it, but the bastard was lightning fast. He followed her up the ladder and was in the cockpit quicker than she could locate the canopy controls.

      He put his helmet on first, then offered her one.

      “Your nose is bleeding,” she said churlishly. Though she felt no satisfaction for having caused it.

      “Don’t speak.” He quickly closed the canopy, then went through his preflight checks.

      “E.A. Fury requesting clearance.”

      He waited for them to clear him before he fired his engines. In spite of the urge to crash them, Jayne refrained. It would be pointless to kill them both.

      But if he didn’t explain himself soon, she would reevaluate her desire to live.

      The launch threw her back into his chest.

      She was desperate for answers.

      Damn him.

      Once they cleared orbit and were in space, he flipped a switch in front of her.

      “Now you can speak and they can’t hear us.”

      Well, that explained his silence.

      Sort of.

      “Why am I being transferred?”

      “Because I assumed you didn’t want to serve the rest of your sentence in that hell hole.”

      “Pardon?”

      He didn’t say a word as he programmed in the coordinates for her sister’s home planet.

      Stunned, Jayne stared in total disbelief. “You’re taking me to the Trigange Outpost?”

      “Unless there’s someplace else you’d rather go.”

      Jayne tried to turn around and see him, but there wasn’t enough room to even look over her shoulder. “You’re letting me go?”

      “The proper term is I just broke you out of maximum security. So, you might want to stay low for a long, long time. Change your name . . . definitely find a new career.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jinx let out a bitter laugh. Neither did he.

      Not really. This was all kinds of suicidal. But what the fuck?

      He was already dead.

      “I’m paying forward a favor.”

      “Eve?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” And what pained him most was how much Jayne favored her sister. The only real difference was that her skin was lighter. Her eyes darker.

      But there was no mistaking their relationship. Eve must have been an almost dead ringer for her at that age.

      How he wished he could have met Eve then. Before life had turned her into the same brutal killer that he was.

      Not wanting to think about that, he leaned back and closed his eyes. In his mind, he conjured the look on Eve’s face when she saw her sister again.

      That would be a thing of true beauty.

      And it was an image he planned to take to his grave.

      “You’re really going to release me?”

      “I am.”

      Jayne let out a happy sigh. “I’m sorry about your nose. I hope you don’t hold it against me.”

      “It’s fine. I barely feel it.”

      Then, to his utter astonishment, she curled up in his lap and fell asleep.

      Stunned by her unexpected actions, he scowled. No one had ever trusted him like this since his sister had been ripped out of his arms. The girl was all kinds of stupid.

      And yet, he had no intention of harming her. She’d probably been on high-alert since the moment of her arrest and this the first time she could let down her guard.

      After all, had he meant to harm her, there was nothing she could do to stop him.

      But did you have to break my nose?

      Then again, he’d done a lot worse for a lot less.

      Not wanting to think about that, he didn’t speak while he made his way as fast as possible to her sister’s outpost.
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      Eve had just finished dressing when she heard a knock on her door.

      Suspicious, she grabbed her blaster and made her way to it so that she could check her video feed.

      For a full minute, she couldn’t breathe or believe her eyes.

      “Evie?”

      Her heart racing in excitement, she opened the door to find her little sister in the hallway, dressed in baggy clothes that barely fit her.

      “Jayne?”

      She fell into her arms with a sob.

      Terrified, she yanked Jayne inside and locked her door. “Baby, what happened?”

      Jayne pulled herself together with a ragged sigh. “Your friend from The League, he broke me out.”

      “My . . .” Eve’s voice trailed off as she realized that she only knew one person in The League. “Jinx?”

      “He said his name was Fury.”

      Confused, she stared at her sister. “Tall. White blond hair?”

      “Yeah. Scary as shit.”

      That was Jinx.

      “I don’t understand . . .”

      Jayne smiled through her teary eyes. “I don’t either. He told me to stay hidden and be careful.” Wrinkling her nose, she pulled at her loose top. “I’m not sure whose clothes he gave me, but I don’t care. It’s so good to have something other than that godawful uniform that I won’t question it.”

      No, but Eve would.

      Returning her sister’s smile, Eve rubbed her hair. “Why don’t you get a shower and borrow whatever you want out of my closet?”

      “That sounds incredible. Thank you!”

      Eve waited for Jayne to leave the room before she took out her link and called Jedi.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “I have a favor.”

      “Every time you say those words I swear my balls crawl back up into my stomach.”

      Eve snorted at him. “Your friend, Syn . . .”

      “What about him?”

      “Can you send me his digits.”

      “Why?” Jed was forever suspicious. A bad Tavali trait he couldn’t ever seem to shake.

      “I have someone I want him to track down for me.”

      “Ah . . . sending them now.”

      “Thank you, Jed.”

      “Any time.”

      Eve hung up and then hesitated. Syn was a renowned filch and techspert. To this day, she wasn’t sure how Jed had made friends with such a sketchy character. Honestly, she didn’t want to know.

      Because of Syn’s reputation, she’d always kept a wide berth from him.

      But for this . . .

      It required someone blessed with his skills.

      With a deep breath to steady her nerves, she called his frequency.

      It took almost a minute for him to answer. “C.I. Syn.”

      “Hi . . . my name is Eve Erixour.”

      “Eve of Destruction?”

      She arched a brow at his deep tone, surprised that he knew her nickname. “You’ve heard of me?”

      “Few haven’t. What can I do for you?”

      “I have someone I need traced.”

      “Jedi could do that for you.”

      “Not this target. It’s above his skill set.”

      “Okay. Who are talking about?”

      Eve hesitated, knowing this would piss Jinx off to no end. But she had to find him and thank him. “He’s a League assassin.”

      Total silence answered her.

      “Hello?”

      “I’m here. Just had to pick my jaw up from the floor. Did you say assassin?”

      “Yeah. Can you do it?”

      “Pretty sure. But can I ask why?”

      She snorted at his question. “I’d rather not say.”

      “All right. Give me what you have and I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Jinx paused as he entered the courtyard for his barracks and found his way blocked by another assassin.

      One in a maroon uniform.

      Clenching his teeth, he had to force himself not to knock the little bastard’s teeth out. He might outrank the kid, but the kid had political pull he definitely lacked.

      When Jinx tried to step around him, he moved and blocked his path again.

      “Seriously, Quiakides? We’re playing this?”

      Nykyrian nodded. “I need to speak with you, privately.”

      Every instinct he had went on high alert. “We’re not friends.”

      They weren’t even friendly.

      Nykyrian smirked. “Right now, we are. Follow me.”

      Jinx wasn’t sure about that. Following another assassin into a private area usually ended up with one of them having a bad day . . .

      And the other one dead.

      But his curiosity was riding him with spurs.

      So, he followed him . . . with one hand on his blaster and the other on his knife.

      Just in case.

      “You do know that I outrank you, Quiakides.”

      The half-Andarion scoffed, which really didn’t improve his mood or alleviate his suspicions.

      Damn, Sav was right. They were the same height. Even had matching white hair.

      But Nykyrian had Andarion fangs and because he was so much younger, his build was much leaner.

      And he showed no signs of stopping any time soon.

      “Are you planning to walk me to the other side of the planet?”

      Nykyrian sighed heavily. “I want us out of monitoring range.”

      He understood that.

      Yet when the kid tried to pull him into a storage room, he stood back. “What are you doing?”

      Nykyrian held his hands out. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Believe me, kid. You’d have a hard time doing that.”

      “I know, which is why I have no intention of starting any shit.”

      Maybe, but Jinx was still suspicious as hell. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I know what the PM is doing where you’re concerned and I figured you’d want to know, too.”

      Okay, those were the magic words. “And what’s he doing?”

      Nykyrian jerked his chin at the door. “Come in, seal that, and we’ll talk.”

      Even though it was probably a bad idea, he obeyed.

      Then watched as Nykyrian took out a jammer and turned it on.

      “Someone as paranoid as me. I didn’t think they made such an animal.”

      Nykyrian wasn’t amused. “Aren’t we all?”

      Probably.

      Jinx kept his hand on his knife and folded his arms. “So, what do you know?”

      Given that the PM was Nykyrian’s father, he probably knew a lot.

      Nykyrian handed him his link. “Huwin found out who your family is.”

      “Not like it was a secret.”

      “No, but usually when a prince is conscripted into our service, they all know it and it’s documented.”

      Like Kyr Zemin. Not only did they know, they usually treated them a little better, too.

      But given that his world was defeated and no one there had any use for him, he’d never bothered to mention it.

      Unlike Kyr, no one would care if he died. That was why he’d been sold.

      “What has that got to do with anything?”

      “You’re the legal heir for Eufora.”

      “I know who I am. So?”

      “If you went home—”

      “I’d be killed or imprisoned. I have no political power or swing there.”

      Nykyrian gave him a droll stare.

      He returned that with measure. “Look, I’m good, but I’m not stupid. I’m one man. My brother has an army.”

      “And you could sway that army or more to the point, rise up high enough in The League that you take Tobin down and use our army to get your throne back . . . that’s what Huwin’s afraid of.”

      “Awesome.” Jinx sighed. “For the record, I have no interest in taking my brother’s throne . . . I’m done with politics.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “So there’s no way to get the PM to stand down?”

      “Possibly. But I’m not sure you’d be willing to do it.”

      That made the hair at the nape of his neck rise. “How so?”

      “It’d take an oath of loyalty and you’d have to sign documents giving The League control of all your territories.”

      Jinx snorted. “So long as the PM agrees to keep my sister safe, he can have it.”

      “Your people will hate you, if you do this.”

      It wasn’t like they didn’t already hate his brother. Tobin had taken them from one of the wealthiest empires into absolute poverty. The only reason they hadn’t been invaded and overtaken were the bribes his brother paid . . . which further bankrupted them.

      Not to mention the real reason he didn’t care. “What have they done for me?” They’d stood aside and allowed his parents to be slaughtered, him to be sold and his sister to be imprisoned.

      Fuck them.

      Besides, his father had asked him to watch over Dakari. Not their people.

      Nykyrian inclined his head. “Then I’ll speak on your behalf and arrange it.”

      While grateful for the assist, he still didn’t understand it. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Why did you break Jayne Erixour out of jail?”

      Jinx drew on him. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, kid.”

      Without flinching or attacking back, Nykyrian held up his hands again. “Yeah, you do. But don’t worry. I’ll never tell a soul. I just want to know why.”

      “What makes you think I even know who Jayne Erixour is?”

      “Because her sister is looking for information about you so that she can thank you for it.”

      Flabbergasted that Eve cared enough to bother, he couldn’t even think of a logical lie.

      Eve was looking for him?

      That thought brought the strangest sensation to his chest. Jinx couldn’t even begin to identify what emotion it should be attached to. And it took everything he had not to show emotion right now.

      “C’mon, Shadowborne. I’m not stupid. No assassin with your rank and skills would just casually throw everything away for someone he doesn’t know.”

      Holstering his blaster, he shrugged. “I’m a dead man. What difference does it make?”

      “Because I’m the one person who can call off the dogs after you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Tell me why you spared her, first.”

      “It wasn’t right or fair.”

      Nykyrian nodded. “That’s why I’m helping you.” He pushed his sunglasses up on top of his head to reveal those disturbingly human eyes. “I’m tired of killing on command, and watching others suffer for no reason. I knew I wasn’t alone in my thinking and I just wanted proof.”

      “Then we’re in accord?”

      Nykyrian held his arm out to him. “I’ll get Huwin to back off you. His greed always overrides his paranoia. Do as I told you, and he’ll stop this stupidity.”

      As he shook his arm, Jinx realized something. “You hate your father.”

      He didn’t say a word, but the sudden, subtle stiffness in his grip before he released him, said it all.

      Nykyrian stepped back. “Next time you want to help a civ, let me know.”

      “Why?”

      “I have a friend who can help cover tracks.” He held a chip out to Jinx. “You left a trail a mile long with Jayne. That’s the only copy of the footage and we’ve fixed the paperwork so that no one can tell it was altered . . . Fury.”

      “Still don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

      Nykyrian folded his arms over his chest. “I don’t understand why you did what you did, either. Guess it makes us even.”

      “Guess so.”

      And with that, Nykyrian left him alone.

      Jinx pulled out his reader that The League didn’t know he had and put in the chip.

      He winced as he saw the footage that would have had him arrested and executed. “How could I have been so fucking stupid?”

      Jinx knew better.

      He also knew why.

      Emotions. Never let your emotions rule your actions.

      How many times had that been drilled into him?

      If not for Nykyrian and his unnamed friend . . .

      He didn’t want to think about that. So he pulled the chip out, crushed in under his boot.

      Then swallowed it.

      By the time he shit it out, it’d be utterly destroyed and no one would ever know about it. Provided Nykyrian wasn’t lying and there were no more copies.

      God, how he hated trusting someone.

      Anyone.

      You trust Sav.

      But only some days and not with everything.

      Had Nykyrian wanted you dead, he could have done it and taken a rank advancement.

      Turning him in would have bought the kid a lot of favor with their command. Instead, Nyk had warned him and covered his tracks.

      Guess I have a friend, after all.
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      Nykyrian pulled out his secure link that he kept completely secret. “Yeah, he took it.”

      Syn let out a heavy sigh. “You sure you can trust him?”

      “No.”

      “Then why did you open yourself up for that kind of trouble?”

      “What’s he going to do? Kill me?”

      Jinx wouldn’t be the first to try. His own mother had left him for dead.

      Huwin had tried to kill him almost every day since the sick son-of-a-bitch had adopted him.

      If there was one thing Nykyrian understood, it was survival. What he didn’t comprehend was kindness.

      Mercy.

      “I still don’t know why he saved her.”

      Syn snorted. “I guess the same reason I saved you. We’re all fucking idiots with a death wish.”

      Maybe.

      “So,” Syn continued, “Do I tell Jedi where to find Shadowborne?”

      “No. I have a feeling he’ll find them . . . if he wants to. Otherwise, he’s in enough shit. I don’t want to endanger him for something as trivial as gratitude.”

      “Gratitude isn’t trivial.”

      “Maybe, but it’s not worth getting him killed to express it. Kind of defeats the purpose.”

      Syn laughed. “That’s true and I have to say that you assholes have one fucked up life.”

      Nykyrian couldn’t agree more. And as he saw another officer approaching, he tensed. “Gotta go.” He cut the transmission and quickly hid his link.

      If he was caught with an unauthorized device of any sort, they’d execute him. And while he was damn good at fighting, this assassin not only outranked him . . .

      He was a full-blooded Andarion.

      Being a half-blood, he was well-aware of their strength and abilities.

      That was without League training.

      While Nykyrian might be damn good, they were usually better. And he was a lot younger than the male approaching him.

      So, he respectfully saluted. “Sir!”

      “At ease.”

      Nykyrian removed his sunglasses and quickly stood with his feet apart and his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Do you know me?” the Andarion asked.

      “No, sir.”

      Since he continued to wear his sunglasses, Nykyrian had no way to read him. Not that it would have mattered. They were all well-schooled on how to keep all emotions concealed.

      It was also why only lower ranking assassins had to remove their sunglasses in the presence of their senior ranks. Which had always pissed him off as it gave their higher officers a handy excuse if they wanted to attack anyone below their station for no reason.

      I was disrespected by his expression. Or, they rolled their eyes.

      Though they really didn’t have to list a reason as any higher up could assault them at random without any punishment.

      The only thing that saved them was, if an upper assassin began shit, they were free to fight back.

      And if they killed them, it was an automatic promotion. That alone kept most seniors from attacking the lower ranks they saw as competition.

      So, when the Andarion removed his sunglasses, it shocked Nykyrian.

      “Name’s Savage.”

      Okay . . .

      He waited for the commander to continue.

      “I’m curious, Quiakides. If you hate your father so much, why did you save his life?”

      Knowing he probably should keep his mouth shut, he answered with the single truth. “I deserve the right to kill him. I’ve earned it. No one else is going to take that from me.”

      Savage actually choked. “Damn . . . you are one cold-blooded motherfucker.”

      “I have enough Andarion in me that I crave the day when I can feel his blood sliding through my fingers.”

      Savage nodded. “I feel your pain, little brother. But you know what Andarions say about revenge?”

      “Pleitylent yhatte ghyspyłte ynya skiłia vâkani, útan pleitylent acao bauett hyacæ yweliani drexen eist.” Blood vengeance spilled hot burns to the bone, but blood vengeance served cold soothes even the most battered of souls.

      His answer must have amused Savage, who coughed to cover his laughter. “I was actually thinking more along the lines of, Beware the sword of vengeance, for its blade is just as sharp on the back as it is the front. Lacking all sight, it doesn’t see what it hits, nor feel the pain that it causes. It tastes every bit of the blood it draws, and it cries more, more, more. For once started, its appetite becomes insatiable. So think you twice before you grasp that hilt, and find your hand locked to a fate that is as likely to strike the one who wields it as the one it’s meant to lay low.”

      “That might mean something if I cared about living.”

      Savage inclined his head to him. “Then I have a proposition for you.”

      “That is?”

      “There’s a group of us who want to see The League demolished. We’ve had enough of being their caged lorinas, sent out to kill without consent or choice. You interested?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Savage handed him a card. “That’s my number. I’ll let you know whenever we have a meeting. But you betray us, and we’ll have no mercy on you.”

      “I don’t betray anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”

      He inclined his head and put his sunglasses back on, then turned to leave.

      Nykyrian stopped him. “Can I ask one question?”

      “You can ask.”

      “Is Shadowborne a member of your group?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “If he isn’t, you might want to think about it. He seems like a decent guy.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Huwin wants him dead. If he were an animal, Huwin wouldn’t bother. It’s the humanity in Shadowborne that scares him.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      Eve sighed as she waited for customs to clear her. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” She glared at Jedi who stood by her side.

      “Relax. It’s legit cargo.”

      Why did she doubt that?

      Because the Tavali never have legit cargo.

      How she hated needing money so badly that she was stuck doing errands for pirates.

      Not to mention her shitty luck. Like being picked at random to have her cargo searched the one time she agreed to do this for Jed.

      “It better be,” she growled.

      “My brother wouldn’t lie to me.”

      Those words had barely left his lips before a group of enforcers surrounded them.

      Eve acted nonchalant. “There a problem?”

      The sergeant narrowed his gaze on her. “You’re hauling contraband that’s a Class A felony in this system.”

      Gaping, she glared at Jedi.

      “No,” he sputtered. “Check the manifest!”

      “We did and it doesn’t match the contents.”

      She wanted to strangle her SIC . . . and his brother. “Are you serious? I thought you checked it.”

      “I did.”

      “Every piece?”

      Jedi opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water. “Well, no. Not every single piece, but my brother swore to me that it was just regular medical supplies.”

      “Your brother’s an asshole.”

      Jed didn’t argue.

      And Eve didn’t relent. “What did you inspect?”

      Jedi gnashed his teeth. “The piece my brother handed me.”

      She cursed under her breath. “How could you be so gullible?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “And your brother just gave you a life sentence.” The sergeant jerked his chin toward them.

      Great. I get Jayne out so that I can take her place . . . “Halt!” That deep, resonate voice rang out to stop the officers from handcuffing them.

      Eve couldn’t breathe as she recognized it.

      Jinx.

      She’d know his voice anywhere.

      Her heart pounding, she turned to see him drawing near. His presence was commanding.

      Without acknowledging her or Jedi, he stopped in front of the sergeant and folded his hands over his chest. “What are you doing?”

      “Arresting criminals.”

      Jinx shook his head. “You’re interfering with a League operation.” Curling his lip, he raked all of them with a sneer. “Do you realize that you just blew a three-year operation with your supreme stupidity?”

      Now the sergeant was duplicating Jedi’s stutter. “W-w-w-what?”

      “They’re undercover operatives for us. You’re lucky I’m not arresting you.”

      The sergeant immediately ordered his enforcers to release them. His color draining from his face, he turned back to Jinx. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Commander?”

      Jinx didn’t break any of his brutal demeanor. “Make a note of the Remorseless and her crew, and ensure you never bother them again.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Eve didn’t say a word until the sergeant and all of his enforcers were out of earshot. “Nice. I’m working with The League now?”

      One corner of his mouth lifted into an almost smile. “Prefer the alternative?”

      “No.” She glanced to Jedi. “Hey, sweetie, why don’t you go and inspect that cargo your brother framed us with?”

      “I’d rather . . .” His voice trailed off as he caught up to her line of thought. “Actually, I’ll go get a drink to settle down my shit-my-pants tremors. Be back in about an hour?”

      She winked at him.

      Jed took off so fast, he practically left a vapor trail.

      She caught Jinx’s frown as she crooked her finger for him to follow her.

      Jinx knew he should walk away. He’d done what he came to do and now . . .

      I’m an idiot.

      And he was about to become an even bigger one as he followed her into her ship.

      She hit the release to call up her ramp, then grabbed him so fast that he was pinned to the wall as she kissed him senseless.

      “Eve–”

      “Shut-up and get naked.”

      He hissed as she laved his throat. Unable to stand it, he picked her up until she was eye level with him. “You know this is suicide, right?”

      She pulled his sunglasses off so that she could stare into his eyes. “Tell me, right now, that you don’t feel about me the way I feel about you and I’ll never see you again.”

      Just the thought of those words made him sick to his stomach.

      “But if you have felt the same lonely hurt that I have over the fact that you’ll never seen me again, then don’t push me away.”

      He couldn’t deny she was right. That was exactly how he’d felt every second they’d been apart. “I don’t want to hurt you or cause you to be hurt.”

      “The only way you could do that is tell me that you don’t care and leave me.”

      He swallowed hard as fear and pain lodged in his throat. “They will kill you.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “I’m hard to kill, baby cakes. Let them try.”

      Closing his eyes, Jinx damned himself for his weakness. “I love you, mi amita Evara.”

      Eve had learned enough Euforian that she understood Evara was a pet form of her name. “Mi amita?”

      “My dearest.”

      She smiled up at him as she felt warmth spreading all through her body. “And I love you, mi amita.”

      He laughed. “Mi amito. Amita is feminine.”

      Returning his laugh, she bit softly at his bottom lip. “Look on the bright side, Jinx. You know I’m willing to die for you.”

      He cupped her face in his hands. “No, Evara. I want you to live for me. That’s all I ask.”

      And when he kissed her this time, she knew she’d done the impossible.

      She’d claimed the heart of the unattainable.

      And so had Jinx.

      Neither one of them had ever wanted to be attached to someone they could lose.

      Here they were.

      Screwed.

      But most of all, she knew that both of them were willing to defy any and every one to have each other. To risk their lives to be together.

      How many people could ever say that?
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